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Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 Research Background \\\

Chinese learners of English have, more often than not, been noted to produce
such ungrammatical structures as in (1)

(1) a.9 x With the development of society, all kinds of jobs are constantly

occurred.
b. = It was said that Quyuan was died from throwing himself to the
river.

Obviously, the learners incorrectly apply the passive morphology be-Ven to
the intransitive verbs like occur and die. Such sentences are not occasional slips of
the tongue (pen) or just restricted to one or two Chinese learners, but generated
by many learners in both spoken and written contexts (Yip, 1995). What renders
these features particularly challenging is that they defy any direct explanation.
The passive forms of these intramsitive verbs cannot be found in the target
language input, nor do they appear in the learners’ first language (L1), thus
denying L1 transfer. The question, then, is what are the underlying triggers
behind this phenomenon? Is it unique to Chinese EFL (English as a Foreign
Language) @ learners?

As early as the 1970s, researchers like Burt and Kiparsky (1972) and
Richards (1973) have reported such non-target phenomenon, as indicated in (2) .

(2) a. * He was died last year. (Richards, 1973 appendix)
b. % One day it was happened. (Richards, 1973: appendix)

@ “=*” is put at the beginning of a sentence to indicate that the sentence is not grammatical.

@ The term “foreign language acquisition” is traditionally distinguished from the term “second language
acquisition” in the literature, with the former referring to the acquisition of a L2 in a non-native environment,
and the latter referring to the acquisition of a L2 in a native environment. In this book, however, the concepts
of “second language” and “foreign language” are not specifically distinguished. The term “second language” is
meant to include foreign language unless intentionally specified.
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c¢. * He was arrived early. (Burt and Kiparsky, 1972:47)

The researchers find that these errors are common to L2 English learners of
different L1 backgrounds like Japanese, Chinese, French and Polish. This type of
error is interpreted by the early researchers as misapplication of passivization to
the general intransitive verb class (also called overpassivization error), which
cannot be passivized because they lack an object.

Subsequently, however, some researchers (e.g. Hubbard, 1994; Yip, 1995;
Zobl, 1989) claimed that the majority of these errors are confined to a particular
subclass of English intransitive verbs identified by the Unaccusative Hypothesis
(UH) as unaccusative verbs. According to the UH, the seemingly uniform
intransitive verbs can be further divided into two subclasses: unaccusative verbs
and unergative verbs, which bear different semantic and syntactic representations
(Dowty, 1991; Levin and Rappaport, 1995; Perlmutter, 1978; Van Valin, 1990).
The unaccusative-unergative distinction is also called split intransitivity or
unaccusativity. Questions arise as to why overpassivization of intransitive verbs
mainly occurs to the unaccusative verbs. Are the unaccusative verbs represented
differently from the unergative verbs in L2 learners’ mental grammars? Does the
fact that the overpassivization of the unaccusative verbs is not attributable to L1
transfer or target language input imply that Universal Grammar(UG) plays a part,
thus suggesting UG access?

The research into the mental representation of the two kinds of intransitive
verbs, namely unaccusatives and unergatives, is to investigate the acquisition of
argument structure, which is the consequence of the shift of research focuses
within the framework of generative grammar. Until the early 1990s, the majority
of SLA research from the generative approach had concentrated on syntax. Around
the mid-1990s, its focus has shifted to the interface between syntax and
morphology as well as between syntax and semantics. The former is concerned
with the acquisition of morphosyntactic features and the latter centers on the
acquisition of argument structure. The past few years have witnessed an increased
interest among L2 researchers in the acquisition of argument structure (White,
2003). The studies cover many different aspects like dative alternation (e. g.
Bley-Vroman and Yoshinaga, 1992; Hawkins, 1987; Inagaki, 1997; Montrul,
1998; Whong Barr and Schwartz, 2002), causative/inchoative alternation (e. g.
Montrul, 1997, 1999, 2000, 2001a, 2001b; Moore, 1993), psych verbs (e. g.
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Chen, 1996; White, 1995; White, et al., 1999) and locative alternation (e. g.
Joo, 2003; Juffs, 1996). In recent years, the study of L2 unaccusativity has
attracted great interest from many researchers in the domain of L2 acquisition
(e.g. Balcom, 1997; Cai, 1998; Can, 2000; Hirakawa, 1995, 2001, 2006a, b;
Montrul, 2004, 2005; Oshita, 1997, 2001; Yip, 1994; 1995). These studies
involve English as well as other languages. Most of the research on L2 English
unaccusativity has focused on the incorrect use of passive morphology be - Ven
and the results are far from consistent.

Two hypotheses have been proposed to account for the overpassivization of the
unaccusative verbs. One is the Unaccusative Trap Hypothesis (UTH) (Oshita,
1997, 2001 ), which divides the acquisition of intransitivity into three
developmental stages. The other is the Split Intransitivity Hierarchy (SIH)
(Sorace, 2000), which posits that unaccusatives and unergatives can be further
divided into finer semantic subclasses based on the semantic properties like
telicity, agentivity and control. Unfortunately, the majority of the previous
studies on L2 English intransitivity have concentrated on the phenomenon of
overpassivization. Little research has been carried out to examine how split
intransitivity is represented in the interlanguage (IL) of L2 learners. Thus, it is
necessary to scrutinize whether L2 learners are aware of the distinction between
the unaccusative and the unergative verbs, and their compatibility and
incompatibility with the unaccusative diagnostics. The present study attempts to
tap Chinese EFL learners’ knowledge of split intransitivity with finer classification
by investigating their sensitivity to the unaccusative diagnostics as well as the
passivization phenomenon, and to explore the developmental pattern of the
knowledge in this respect.

1.2 Research Objectives and Research Questions \\

As SLA theories need to explain both the representational problem (what L2
learners come to know) and the developmental problem (how they attain this
knowledge) (e.g. Carroll, 1996; Culicover and Nowak, 2003; Felix, 1987; Gass
and Selinker, 1994; Gregg, 1996) , the present study is intended to investigate L2
learners’ knowledge of split intransitivity and how the knowledge develops over
time. More specifically, it explores how the English unaccusative-unergative
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distinction is represented in Chinese EFL learners’ mental grammars, with an aim
to achieve a better understanding of the nature of IL grammar.

To achieve the goals, four aspects are explored in the present study. Firstly,
we probe into the question of whether learners differentiate between unaccusatives
and unergatives. We scrutinize whether they generate and accept the passivized
errors with the unaccuative verbs more frequently than those with the unergative
verbs, and whether they identify the compatibility or incompatibility of the
unaccusative diagnostics with the unaccusatives and the unergatives. The results
can shed light on how the knowledge of split intransitivity is represented in
Chinese learners’ English grammars.

Secondly, the present study also investigates whether learners are sensitive to
the semantic elements that determine the further classification of the unaccusatives
and the unergatives into the core and the peripheral. The results can serve as SLA
evidence to confirm or disconfirm the psychological reality of the Split
Intransitivity Hierarchy.

Thirdly, the developmental pattern is traced through a cross-sectional study.
Three groups of subjects at different proficiency levels are tested to examine the
effect of target language proficiency on the representation of L2 intransitivity, and
to find out how the knowledge of unaccusativity and unergativity evolves over
time. The validity of the Unaccusative Trap Hypothesis is tested as well.

Finally, the underlying mechanisms of the unaccusative/unergative distinction
and the overpassivization of unaccusatives will be explored. Is it the consequence
of their distinct syntactic-semantic features, target input, L1 transfer or the
accessible UG features?

In a nutshell, the present study mainly answers the following four research
questions:

® Research question 1

Are English unaccusative verbs represented differently from the unergative
verbs in Chinese EFL learners” grammars?

® Research question 2

Are Chinese EFL learners sensitive to the semantic features that divide
intransitive verbs into the core and the peripheral unaccusatives and unergatives?

® Research question 3

How does Chinese EFL learners’ knowledge of split intransitivity develop
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over time?
® Research question 4 A
Does UG operate in the acquisition of English split intransitivity?

1.3 Significance of the Study\\\\

The present study investigates Chinese learners’ knowledge of English
intransitivity from a generative perspective. The study is of great theoretical and
pedagogical significance.

Theoretically, the exploration of L2 syntactic and semantic knowledge of
English intransitive verbs will shed light on the current research into argument
structure representations. It will also provide more evidence and new insight for
the acquisition of L2 lexicon. Most research conducted by applied linguists simply
treats the lexicon as synonymous with word list. Most research, therefore, deals
with L2 learners’ knowledge of word meaning and collocation, or ability to
remember words (e. g. Carter and McCarthy, 1988; McCarthy, 1992; Singleton
and Little, 1991). Such studies are by no means less important, but they are only
part of the story for the whole picture of SLA lexicon.

More importantly, the study of how split intransitivity is represented in L2
learners’ knowledge can provide further evidence for the role of UG in SLA. L2
learners also face the logical problem in their acquisition of English unaccusative-
unergative distinction. The target language input does not supply clear evidence
for the distinction between English unaccusative and unergative verbs. The
intransitive sentences appear to be identical at the surface level, for both the
unaccusative and the unergative sentences take the subject-verb order. The
difference can be found only at a D-structure level, which the learners do not
observe directly. In addition, the unaccusative-unergative distinction is not spelt
out explicitly in classrooms, rarely is it presented in English textbooks. On the
other hand, such distinction may not be evidently found in learners’ L1.
Therefore, to explore the knowledge of intransitivity is a way to test whether UG
is involved in the L2 acquisition of argument structure.

Furthermore, although Chinese learners’ IL grammar of English bears its own
features, it may have certain properties that are common to all ILs at a more
abstract level. Hence, the study of Chinese learners’ IL knowledge of split
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intransitivity may help to achieve a better understanding of the nature of IL
grammar in general.

The present study does not directly address pedagogical problems such as
grammatical correction and instruction. However, it is evident that an
understanding of the problems that learners face in the acquisition of English
intransitive verbs is an invaluable aid in forming ideas about teaching them. For
example, the study results may show which subtypes of intransitive verbs are more
likely to get incorrectly passivized than others, so that the language teachers will
give special attention to those verbs in grammar classes. In addition, the
information can also be conducive for the compilers of English grammar books,
especially those for pedagogical purposes. To the knowledge of the present
researcher, few English grammar books in China as well as in other English-
speaking countries touch upon issues about the different properties that
characterize the unaccusative and the unergative verbs, not to mention the core
and the peripheral verbs. Once different degrees of difficulty can be diagnosed
concerning different verb types, the information can be included in the grammar
books, which is believed to be illuminating to L2 learners of English.

1.4 Organization of the Book\\\

The book is composed of seven chapters. Chapter 1 serves as a brief
introduction to the research background, objectives and its significance.

Chapter 2 presents the theoretical foundation underlying the present study,
including the Unaccusative Hypothesis, the Split Intransitivity Hierarchy and the
cross-linguistic evidence for the split intransitivity. The unaccusative diagnostics
in English and Chinese are also discussed.

In Chapter 3, the previous studies on the acquisition of L2 English
intransitivity are reviewed, and the unsolved problems are pointed out.

Chapter 4 describes the research methodology, including the research
hypotheses, subjects, tasks and procedures for data collection and analysis.

Chapter 5 reports the findings of the present study in terms of the research- |
hypotheses addressed.

In Chapter 6, results are discussed with respect to the research questions and
to the empirical findings obtained in the previous studies.
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Finally, in Chapter 7, the major conclusions are summarized, and the
implications, both theoretical and empirical, are elaborated. Limitations of the
present study are also listed, and suggestions for future research are provided.



Chapter 2 Theoretical Analysis of
the Split Intransitivity

2.0 Introduction \\\

Since the Unaccusative Hypothesis (UH) was first proposed by Perlmutter
(1978), the distinction between the two classes of traditional intransitive verbs,
i.e., unaccusatives and unergatives, has been generally acknowledged to be a
universal phenomenon existing across languages, though the morphological and
syntactic representations are different cross-linguistically (Burzio, 1986; Leven
and Rappaport, 1995; Van Hout, Randall and Weissenborn, 1992; Zaenen, 1993).
The study of unaccusativity has attracted attention from many researchers in the
linguistic field (e.g. Alexiadou, Anagnostopoulou and Everaert, 2004; Belleti and
Rizzi, 1981; Bresnan and Zaenen, 1990; Dixon, 1994; Grewendorf, 1989;
Kishimoto, 1996; Legendre, 1989; Perlmutter and Postal, 1984; Sorace and
Shomura, 2001; Tsujimura, 1990). A lot of morphosyntactic evidence has been
collected cross-linguistically to support the unaccusative-unergative distinction.
Moreover, unaccusative verbs and unergative verbs are further divided according
to their semantic and aspectual properties. These issues will be reviewed and
discussed in this chapter.

The organization of the chapter is as follows. In Section 2.1, the basic tenets
of UH within the framework of Relational Grammar (RG) and the Government and
Binding (GB) theory are elaborated, and the cross-linguistic evidence for the
unaccusativie-unergative distinction is provided. Section 2. 2 deals with further
classifications of unaccusative and unergative verbs, the focus being the Split
Intransitivity Hierarchy (SIH). The final section discusses the properties of split
intransitivity in English and Chinese, involving the deep wversus surface
unaccusativity, unaccusative transitive/inchoative alternation and the diagnostics
for English and Chinese unaccusativity.



